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Stravinsky’s symphonic poem The Song of the Nightingale originated as a 
condensation of his first opera, which was simply called The Nightingale.  Stravinsky 
adjusted the entire orchestration when composing The Song of the Nightingale in order to 
strengthen the symphonic nature of the new arrangement as well as to produce a 
transparent texture, with opportunities for solo and ensemble display.  For example, the 
principal role in the opera is a magical bird, sung by a soprano.  In the symphonic poem, 
a solo flute, and later a solo violin, replace the singer, allowing considerable expansion of 
the vocal line.  The comparative analysis of the transformation between these two works 
provides insight into the practices of composition and orchestration by one of the greatest 
composers of the twentieth-century.  While both of these works exhibit many of the 
distinctive traits of Stravinsky’s music, their differences also provide an interesting look 
at the transformation process from opera to symphonic poem.  A lecture-recital which 
included musical examples from both works, with prerecorded excerpts of The 
Nightingale performed by the Paris Opera, set in contrast with excerpts of The Song of 
the Nightingale performed live by the University of North Texas Symphony Orchestra, 
occurred on Friday, October 20, 2000.  A live performance of The Song of the 
Nightingale, conducted by the author, concluded the lecture presentation.  
1  
 
BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND OF IGOR STRAVINSKY, THE NIGHTINGALE, 
AND THE SONG OF THE NIGHTINGALE 
 
When musicians have made their way through a great deal of the musical 
repertoire, they begin to put together broadly-based ideas founded on the study, listening, 
and performing of their experiences.  One of the many ideas I have found intriguing is the 
concept that most of the major composers in Western music engaged in the arranging of 
works by others or their own.  Both Bach and Mozart approached the composition of 
concertos through arrangements of other composer’s music.1  Beethoven arranged his 
Second Symphony as a piano trio as well as his Violin Concerto as a piano concerto.  
Brahms’s Variations on a Theme by Haydn for orchestra was originally for two pianos.  
Ravel’s orchestral version of Pictures at an Exhibition is heard more often today than 
Mussorgsky’s original for piano solo.  The composer of the twentieth century notoriously 
known for this is Igor Stravinsky.  Over half of Stravinsky’s works written for orchestra 
are arrangements or revisions of previous compositions.  His distinct upbringing makes 
for a repertoire of diverse contrast.   
Igor Fyodorovich Stravinsky was born on June 17, 1882, in the town of 
Oranienbaum (now Lomonosov), which is close to St. Petersburg.  His father, Fyodor 
Stravinsky, was one of Russia’s leading operatic basses.  Igor learned to play the piano as 
                                                 
1 Malcolm Boyd, “Arrangement,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 20 vols., ed. Stanley 
Sadie (London: Macmillan), 1980, I, 627.  
 
2  
a child, but he was far from a prodigy.  His father intended for him to go into law, and he 
in fact studied that subject at St. Petersburg and used what he learned in his business 
correspondence of later years.2  But Stravinsky’s musical creativity prompted him, in 
1902, to show his work to a friend of his father’s, the composer Rimsky-Korsakov, who 
eventually took him as a pupil.  The meetings with Rimsky-Korsakov were of crucial 
help to Stravinsky, providing him with a setting where creativity could flourish within a 
disciplined environment.3  At this time he heard all types of new music and made the 
acquaintance of artists and writers, as well as musicians. 
 In 1908 Rimsky-Korsakov died, and less than a year later Sergei Diaghilev heard 
some orchestral music by Stravinsky and commissioned him to write for the Paris 
seasons of his company, the Russian Ballet.  In 1910 he went to Paris for the premiere of 
his first ballet, The Firebird, and thereafter returned to St. Petersburg only as a visitor, 
living in France and Switzerland.4  He would retire to his country house at Ustilug near 
the Polish border for the summers until the outbreak of war in 1914 made even that 
impossible.  He returned to Russia only once, for a tour in 1962.5 
 Before the war, Stravinsky had already effectively established himself as a 
brilliant composer, with three successive ballets for Diaghilev culminating in the 
scandalous premiere of The Rite of Spring in May 1913.  It was a reputation he never 
really lost.  During the war years, and for a time thereafter, he lived in Switzerland and 
                                                 
2 Stephen Walsh, The Music of Stravinsky (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 1-2. 
3 Ibid., 2. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Eric Walter White, “Stravinsky, Igor,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 20 vols., ed. 
Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan), 1980, XVIII, 258.  
 
3  
experimented with a rigorous but richly suggestive style derived from Russian materials 
(The Wedding, Renard, The Soldier’s Tale).6  In 1920 he moved to Paris and after that 
lived in other parts of France until the Second World War.  Stravinsky was constantly 
under the influence of French thought, and he took what he needed from the hedonistic, 
café atmosphere of Paris, of the Russian Ballet, and Picasso and Matisse.  The mixture, 
unique to Stravinsky, resulted in the works of what is known as his neo-classical period, 
and especially masterpieces such as Oedipus Rex and Persephone.7 
 Stravinsky became a citizen of France in 1934 and two years later applied for 
membership of the Académie des Beaux-Arts.  His rejection by the organization hurt him 
deeply, and as a result the French esteem in his work began to fade, to be gradually 
replaced by American influences.  In 1939 he was in the USA lecturing at Harvard.  
These lectures were later published as The Poetics of Music.  He settled in the United 
States and in 1945 became a US citizen.  For nearly thirty years he lived at the same 
street address in Hollywood.  Stravinsky died in New York on April 6, 1971.8 
 The conception of The Nightingale dates back to the youthful period of 
Stravinsky, when he was still working under the guidance of Rimsky-Korsakov.  In a 
letter written when he sent the opera to the printer, Stravinsky remarked, “I composed 
The Nightingale in the period of my infatuation with birds.”9  The choice of a story by 
Hans Christian Anderson as basis for the opera was made in an attempt to recapture the 
                                                 
6 Igor Stravinsky, An Autobiography ( New York: W. W. Norton, 1936), 58. 
7 Eric Walter White, “Stravinsky, Igor,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 252. 
8 Stephen Walsh, The Music of Stravinsky, 3. 




lost beauty of the fairy-tale world he had entered as a boy.10  The completion of the work 
was interrupted by a commission from Diaghilev to compose The Firebird, and in the 
wake of its enormous success came the other early ballets.  The opera was finally 
completed and premiered in 1914 by the Paris Opera under the direction of Pierre 
Monteux.  Stravinsky recalls:  
As to its reception, the “advanced” musicians were genuinely enthusiastic- or I 
thought so.  That Ravel liked it, I am certain, but I am almost convinced that 
Debussy did not, for I heard nothing whatever from him about it.11   
 
The libretto was drafted by Stravinsky and his friend Stepan Mitusov and is divided into 
three acts: 
Act I. “The Edge of a Wood by the Seashore” 
Act II. “The Throne Room in the Emperor of China’s Porcelain Palace” 
Act III. “A Hall in the Palace containing the Emperor’s Bedchamber”12 
 
The duration of the entire opera is approximately forty-five minutes.  It is so brief that 
one could look at it as a one-act opera divided into three scenes.   
The story takes place in China and begins with a Fisherman waiting for the 
appearance of the Nightingale, whose singing helps him forget his daily work and 
worries.  As the Nightingale finishes its song, several officials of the Emperor’s court, led 
by a servant who has told them about the bird’s singing, invite the Nightingale to sing for 
the Emperor.  The Nightingale leaves for the palace while the Fisherman praises the 
beauty of the Nightingale’s song.  The second  act has the Emperor entering the court in a 
great procession with the Nightingale singing on the Emperor’s command.  Moved by the 
                                                 
10 Robert Craft and Igor Stravinsky, Expositions and Developments (New York: Doubleday, 1962), 56. 
11 Robert Craft and Igor Stravinsky, Memories and Commentaries (Garden City: Doubleday, 1960), 124. 
12 Eric Walter White, Stravinsky: The Composer and his Works (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1966), 184. 
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beauty of the singing, the Emperor offers the bird a golden slipper to be worn around its 
neck.  The Nightingale tells the Emperor that the tears it sees in his eyes are all the 
reward it needs.  Soon thereafter three ambassadors from Japan approach the Emperor to 
present him with a mechanical nightingale.  As the mechanical bird begins to sing, the 
real Nightingale flies away.  Offended, the Emperor banishes the Nightingale from the 
empire forever and names the mechanical bird the “official singer” of the court.  Act III 
takes place years later with an ailing Emperor at his bed.  Death is at his side.  The real 
Nightingale appears and begins to sing.  Death asks it to continue, and the Nightingale 
agrees, but only if Death will return the crown and health of the Emperor.  Death agrees, 
so the Nightingale continues to sing as Death slowly withdraws.  The Nightingale then 
promises to return each night to sing until daybreak.  Renewed to life, the Emperor greets 
his court, who thought he had died, the next morning.13 
 At the beginning of 1917 Diaghilev proposed mounting The Nightingale as a 
ballet, with the singers seated in the orchestra pit.  Stravinsky countered that he had 
already been thinking of transforming the score into a symphonic poem by dropping the 
first act and combining, with major cuts, music of Acts II and III, which in his opinion, 
were more homogenous.  He promptly adapted a scenario from Anderson’s fairy tale to 
serve the ballet, which was unveiled by the Russian Ballet in Paris on February 2, 1920.  
The conductor was Ernest Ansermet, who in 1919 had already led a concert performance 
of the symphonic poem in Geneva.14  Soon after the ballet premiere, Stravinsky decided 
                                                 
13 Robert Craft, “ Stravinsky at his 'Bird-Best',” Opera News 46/8 (1982), 22-23.  
14 Igor Stravinsky,  An Autobiography, 84.  
6  
that The Song of the Nightingale did not work for ballet since it was “static in character 
with highly wrought textures, and therefore ill-suited to choreographic treatment.”15  
At the beginning of his career, Stravinsky was willing to accept the established 
symphony orchestra as the normal vehicle for his major scores.  The Symphony in E-flat, 
the Scherzo Fantastique, and Fireworks all demand a full-scale orchestra for their concert 
performance.  When Diaghilev’s commissions for the Russian Ballet introduced him to 
the world of theater, Stravinsky clearly had in mind an orchestra that would be 
permanently attached to a theater like the Opera House in Paris.  He did not realize that as 
long as the Russian Ballet remained a touring company without a permanent base, it was 
bound to run into orchestral difficulties.  The scores of The Firebird, Petrushka, The Rite 
of Spring, and The Nightingale were written for an orchestra of nearly a hundred players.  
This was an alarming requisite since there was no resident full-scale orchestra in the 
theaters which the company was visiting.  Occasionally some very bad performances 
resulted.16 
A reaction against composing for the full symphony orchestra set in; and this 
proved itself in different ways.  After The Nightingale Stravinsky became convinced that 
the normal symphony orchestra could not provide him with the type of ensemble he 
needed for his next full-scale score, The Wedding.  Also, when he decided to adapt part of 
The Nightingale into The Song of the Nightingale, he not only chose a slightly smaller 
orchestra for the purpose, but also changed his style of orchestration.17  The 
                                                 
15 André Boucourechliev, Stravinsky, trans. Martin Cooper.  New York: Holmes and Meier, 1987. 
16 Eric Walter White, Stravinsky: The Composer and his Works, 514-515. 
17 Ibid., 515. 
7  
transformation of The Nightingale into The Song of the Nightingale provides the first 
glimpse of this change, which eventually altered the style as well as the approach to 
music by composers and audiences of the twentieth century. 
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SELECTED CHANGES OF ORCHESTRATION FROM THE NIGHTINGALE TO THE 
SONG OF THE NIGHTINGALE 
 
Of all the changes made from The Nightingale to The Song of the Nightingale, the 
largest transformation occurs before the work even begins.  Stravinsky reduces the 
instrumentation as seen in Figure 1 (page 9).  Notice the reduction by one in each section 
of the woodwinds.  There is a separate part for the piccolo in the opera; whereas, the 
second flutist also doubles on piccolo in the symphonic poem.  There is no bass clarinet 
or contrabassoon in The Song of the Nightingale.  The only reduction in the brass section 
is from four trumpets to three trumpets.  The percussion instruments are the same minus 
the antique cymbals and both glockenspiel.  The guitar and mandolin are also done away 
with after the opera.  Stravinsky made a similar type of reduction, although on a larger 
overall scale, in 1947 when he revised Petrushka (See Figure 2, page 10).  For the most 
part, the two choruses in the opera are not replaced in the symphonic poem.  However, at 
times Stravinsky carefully adds small portions of the choruses to the woodwind section.  
For instance, the soprano line at the beginning entrance of the first chorus is played by 
the oboes in The Song of the Nightingale (see Examples 1 and 2, pages 11 and 12).  
Stravinsky then deals with matters of texture at mm. 7-11 by removing altogether the 
pattern consisting of a sextuplet containing alternating notes followed by a glissando leap 
to two eighth notes in the first violins and violas. He replaces it with eighth note 
 9
pizzicattos in fortissimo which emphasizes the beats not containing any triplets or 
sextuplets (see Examples 3 and 4, pages 13 and 14).  At m. 12 the composer adds a  
 
Figure 1.  Instrumentation of Stravinsky’s The Nightingale and The Song of the 
Nightingale. 
 
 The Nightingale:    The Song of the Nightingale:   
 
piccolo     2 flutes (2nd d. piccolo) 
2 flutes     2 oboes (2nd d. English horn) 
 2 oboes     2 clarinets (2nd d. E-flat clarinet) 
 English horn     2 bassoons 
3 clarinets (3rd d. bass clarinet)  4 horns 
3 bassoons (3rd d. contrabassoon)  3 trumpets 
 4 horns     3 trombones 
4 trumpets     tuba 
3 trombones     timpani 
tuba      percussion: 
timpani      cymbals 
 percussion:      snare drum 
  cymbals     bass drum 
  snare drum     triangle 
  triangle     tambourine 
  antique cymbals    tam-tam 
  glockenspiel I and II   piano 
  tambourine    celesta 
tam-tam    2 harps 
 piano      strings 
celesta 
 2 harps 
 guitar ad lib. 
 mandolin ad lib. 
 Strings 
 Soloists: 
  2 sopranos 
  1 alto 
  2 tenors 
  1 baritone 
  3 basses 





Figure 2.  Instrumentation of Stravinsky’s Petrushka (original 1911 version) and 
Petrushka (revised 1947 version). 
 
 
Petrushka (original 1911 version): Petrushka (revised 1947 version): 
 
4 flutes (4th d. piccolo I, 3rd d. piccolo II) 3 flutes (2nd d. piccolo) 
4 oboes (4th d. English horn)   2 oboes 
 4 clarinets (4th d. bass clarinet)  English horn 
 4 bassoons (4th d. contrabassoon)  3 clarinets (3rd d. bass clarinet) 
 4 horns     2 bassoons 
 2 cornets     contrabassoon 
 2 trumpets (1st d. trumpet in D)  4 horns 
 3 trombones     3 trumpets 
 tuba      3 trombones 
 timpani     tuba 
 percussion:     timpani 
  cymbals    percussion: 
  bass drum     cymbals 
  side drum     bass drum 
  long drum     side drum 
  triangle     triangle 
  glockenspiel     tambourine 
  tambourine     tam-tam 
  tam-tam     xylophone 
  xylophone    piano 
piano      celesta 
 celesta      harp 





sextuplet rhythm to the snare drum, sixteenth notes to the first flute, and dotted eighth-
sixteenth followed by a triplet and four sixteenths to the piccolo (see Example 5 and 6, 
pages 15 and 16).  Also, Stravinsky simplifies the quintuplet to a triplet at m. 13.  At 
Rehearsal No. 3, the sixteenth notes in the clarinets are removed (see Example 7 and 8, 
pages 17 and 18).  This leaves only the string family to provide the subito piano.  Also,  
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Example 1.  Igor Stravinsky, The Song of the Nightingale, mm. 4-6.  
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Example 2.  Igor Stravinsky, The Nightingale, mm. 4-7. 
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Example 6.  Igor Stravinsky, The Nightingale, mm. 12-15. 
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the repeated sixteenth notes on the note e1 in the violoncellos is changed to a two 
sixteenth note-eighth rest figure on the note d2.  On the second beat of m. 23, Stravinsky 
adds the first harp and second flute and then the first flute and second harp at the upbeat 
to m. 26 (see Examples 9 and 10, pages 19 and 20).  Stravinsky adds the melodic line at 
Rehearsal No. 4 to the upper strings and clarinets while removing it from the oboes,  
piano, and first harp (see Examples 11 and 12, page 21 and 22).   The melodic line 
remains in the flutes and celesta; however, the melody in the first violins, violas, and 
clarinets contains slurs.  In fact, Stravinsky creates even more contrast at Rehearsal No. 4 
by placing a crescendo from piano to forte for one bar in the first violins and violas.  
Also, the phrase structure is emphasized by sforzandos in the piano and violoncellos.  
Only the second harp has this function in the original and it cannot be heard.  At 
Rehearsal No. 5 the first trumpet plays the melody that is sung by the sopranos and altos 
of the second chorus in the opera (see Examples 13 and 14, pages 23 and 24).   
 20









Interestingly, the trumpet plays this line a perfect fifth higher, but the rest of the orchestra 
stays in the original key area.  In The Nightingale this phrase is six bars, but for the 
symphonic poem Stravinsky removes the last bar altogether.  The accompaniment in the 
strings is delayed for five bars and is completely removed from the piccolo clarinet and 
first bassoon.  The second trumpet begins the next phrase at m. 39 followed by the 
clarinets.  This was originally sung by the altos in the first chorus and the sopranos in the 
second chorus (see Examples 15 and 16, pages 25 and 26).  After this phrase both works  
 22

















Example 15.  Igor Stravinsky, The Song of the Nightingale, mm. 39-43. 
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Example 16.  Igor Stravinsky, The Nightingale, mm. 39-44. 
 




Example 17.  Igor Stravinsky, The Song of the Nightingale, mm. 44-49. 
 
          
 
Example 18.  Igor Stravinsky, The Nightingale, mm. 45-48. 
 
                
 
are at full force with their corresponding orchestras for forty bars in Song of the 
Nightingale and thirty-eight bars in the opera.  The extra two bars in the symphonic poem 
occur at the end of the first phrase of Rehearsal 6 (see Examples 17 and 18, page 27).  
The phrase in the symphonic poem contains six 2/4 bars with the last three beats 
repeating the melodic line exactly as the three beats just prior to them.  In the opera, these 
three beats are not repeated. This results in a phrase of three 2/4 bars and one 3/4 bar.  
Stravinsky simply rebarred this phrase when he added an extension to his melody.  Also, 
this same phrase is lowered by a minor second in the symphonic poem, with the return 
back to the same key area in the next phrase.  The next change of significance occurs at 
Rehearsal No. 13.  Stravinsky inserts fifteen bars of an Andantino in 3/8 (see Example 
19, page 28) into The Song of the Nightingale and cuts nine bars of little significance in 
the opera.  This addition is not found anywhere in the opera and marks the first  
 28






appearance of the Nightingale in the symphonic poem.  The flute, playing trills and 
arabesques, represents the nightingale, which is sung by a soprano in the opera.  The 
strings accompany the flute with trills and pizzicato.  There is a return of the music that 
was played before the Andantino but this time in piano at Rehearsal No. 16.  The melody  
is played with pizzacatos by the outside players of the second violins and entire first 
violin section followed by the oboes and first horn (see Example 20, page 30).  Again, 
these instruments play what both choruses sing in the opera.  Also, the strings not playing 
the melody accompany with a two-sixteenth and eighth note figure, which is ricocheted 
using the bow.  This music climaxes at m. 107 where the first and second trombones play 
accented eighth notes in molto pesante.  This is followed by a weighted glissando in the 
second tromobone.  In the opera the eighth notes in molto pesante are played by the first 
trombone only, then a bass vocal solo precedes the second trombone solo with the same 
material (see Examples 21 and 22, pages 31 and 32).  The first trombone solo begins on 
the downbeat of a 5/8 measure in The Nightingale as opposed to the second half of the 
first beat of a 3/4 measure in the symphonic poem. 
 The Chinese March at Rehearsal No. 18 signals the entrance of the emperor and 
covers approximately one-fourth of the entire symphonic poem.  There are no voices used 
for the march in the opera version, so the orchestration changes are strictly symphonic in 
nature.  The first apparent change is at m. 114 where Stravinsky gives the bassoons the 
melody originally played by the trumpets (see Examples 23 and 24, pages 33 and 34).   
































mezzo forte the trumpets were assigned.  The legato triplet accompaniment in the oboe, 
English horn, and divided violas is given to two solo cellos, who are to play this line non 
legato.  The composer places more emphasis on the downbeats by having the rest of the 
cello section and entire bass section pizzicato an E-flat major chord on every first beat of  
each measure.  He also adds a flute to play the upbeats along with the triangle, second 
harp, violins, and violas.  The phrase begun by the bassoons is finished by the second 
horn, tuba, timpani, and piano with a quarter note tied to a quintuplet.  The bassoons 
originally concluded the phrase; however, since they begin the phrase in the new version, 
Stravinsky decided on the instruments previously mentioned.  It is almost as if Stravinsky 
wanted an opposite direction of color within a phrase for the symphonic poem, that is 
woodwind to brass instead of brass to woodwind.  The same type of transformation 
occurs at Rehearsal 20, this time with the melody going from the trombones and trumpets 
to the bassoons (see Examples 25 and 26, pages 36 and 37).  The first trumpet finishes 
the phrase with sextuplets originally played by the piccolo, two flutes, glockenspiel, and 
piano although the entrance of the trumpet is after the first beat as opposed to after the 
second in the opera.  The principal players of the first violins, second violins, viola, and 
violoncellos are replaced at Rehearsal 22 with the first four players of the first violin 
section (see Examples 27 and 28, pages 38 and 39).   The notes they play are in the same 
range, almost being identical.  Also, the first harp replaces the piano for three bars until 
the next theme at m. 137 is reached.  Here, Stravinsky decides to slightly alter the color 
by increasing the melodic line from two flutes to one flute, one clarinet in A, and an E-
flat clarinet (see Examples 29 and 30, pages 40 and 41).  The underlying melodic line  
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found in the horn is now played by the first trumpet.  The accompaniment in the piano 
remains exactly the same.  The composer continues this brighter sound at Rehearsal No. 
23 by having the celesta play the melody originally given to the piano and first violins.  
Stravinsky also adds to this delicate moment by placing more emphasis on a rhythmic  
feature found in the violoncellos and basses.  The lower strings pizzicato on every third 
eighth note pulse no matter where it fits into the current measure.  Originally this was 
played by only the timpani and is never heard; this is one of the most remarkable changes 
in the score.  The theme is repeated at Rehearsal No. 24 with the piano and upper strings 
taking over the melody. Once again Stravinsky reverses his use of instruments because 
the corresponding place in the opera has the celesta playing the melody (see Examples 31 
and 32, pages 43 and 44).   At Rehearsal No. 25 a 7/8 measure with staccato eighth notes 
in the bassoons is now divided into a 3/8 and 4/8 measure played by the bass trombone 
and tuba (see Examples 33 and 34, pages 44 and 45).  Stravinsky reconstructs the barring 
of measures beginning at m. 165 by keeping the music in 2/4 all the way to Rehearsal No. 
28 (see Example 35, pages 45-46).  By doing so, the music itself, including the 
accompaniment in the strings, seems to dictate phrase structure as opposed to the bars.  In 
the opera the bars alternate between 2/4 and 3/4.  The contrast in barring is shown in 
Example 36 on page 47.  At Rehearsal No. 28 Stravinsky lowers the dynamic of the 
melody in the trumpets from forte to mezzo forte and removes the accents.  The 
accompaniment in the harps is added to the violins as well, and both play sixteenth notes 
instead of eighth notes.  While the harps slur their repetitive figure, the violins tap their 
bows at the tip of the bow.  This creates a sense of motion while still keeping the texture  
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Example 32.  Igor Stravinsky, The Nightingale, mm. 84-98. 
 
    
 
Example 33.  Igor Stravinsky, The Song of the Nightingale, mm. 157-164. 
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Example 34.  Igor Stravinsky, The Nightingale, mm. 152-157. 
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light.  Accents are added to each of the eighth notes played by the violoncellos beginning 
in m. 186 (see Examples 37 and 38, pages 48 and 49).  This is a figure responding to the 
melodic line and is also added to the bassoons without accents.  In m. 187 the composer 
adds the piccolo, flute, and English horn to the oboe and places accents on the triplet and  
quintuplet.  As with the changes of color earlier, Stravinsky has now reversed the use of 
accents within a phrase.  The glockenspiel and piano at Rehearsal No. 29 are replaced by 
the first trumpet in the symphonic poem (see Example 39, page 51).  The music builds, 
and beginning at Rehearsal No. 31 both works remain very similar throughout the end of 
the first part of The Song of the Nightingale.  Between m. 246 and m. 247 five bars of 
music containing vocal dialogue is removed, but it is of no significance to the symphonic 
poem. 
 The beginning of the second part is based on the air that the Nightingale sings at 
this point in the opera (see Examples 40 and 41, page 52).  Notice that the range of the 
vocal line is extended from a1 – a2 in the soprano voice to a1 – a3 for the flute.  At 
Rehearsal 39 Stravinsky divides the 4/8 bars in half and changes the time signature for 
each half bar to 2/4 (see Examples 42 and 43, pages 53 and 54).  Naturally, the note 
values are also changed to fit the new meter.  The first flute and piccolo clarinet now play 
the melodic line formerly sung by the soprano.  In the opera the second bar of Rehearsal 
No. 39 is in 5/8, so Stravinsky removes a beat by subtracting the last sixteenth note of the 
previous bar in 4/8 and the first sixteenth in the 5/8 bar.  He then connects the remaining 
portion of the triplet from the beginning of the 5/8 bar to the sixteenth note on the fourth 
beat of the 4/8 bar.  Of course, this sixteenth note becomes the first note of the triplet.   
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Thus, by removing one beat Stravinsky is able to keep the music in 2/4 for eight bars in 
the symphonic poem.  The accompaniment found in the second flute, first clarinet, and 
piccolo clarinet is given to the strings and shortened to just two sixteenth notes. 
Stravinsky adds motion to these eight bars by placing eighth notes on the second half of 
each beat in the celesta, second harp, and violoncellos.  Meanwhile, the chords originally 
in the violins are transferred to the first harp.  A preliminary statement of the 
Nightingale’s song to Death from the third act is inserted at Rehearsal No. 40 (see 
Examples 44 and 45, pages 55 and 56-57).  The music is transposed up one half step for  
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four bars then raised an additional half step until Rehearsal No. 42.  A solo violin now 
represents the Nightingale with the flute taking over at m. 263.  Both harps alternate the 
accompaniment initially given to the second clarinet and guitar.  At Rehearsal No. 42 
Stravinsky uses the same three bars of music from Rehearsal No. 38 in order to connect 
back to the music before the insertion (see Example 46, page 59).  This time the first flute 
and piccolo take the place of the soprano voice as the Nightingale.  Also, the composer 
changes the eighth note harmony from the first horn to the violas and brings back the 
offbeat motion in the first harp.  In order to create a balance of form for The Song of the 
Nightingale Stravinsky brings back material used earlier in the symphonic poem.  The 
music at Rehearsal No. 44 is the same music heard at Rehearsal No. 3 with a few changes 
in orchestration (see Examples 47 and 7, pages 60 and 17).  For instance, the first violins’ 
line is now split between the flutes while the pizzicatos in the second violins remain the 
same.  There are also added touches of color such as the sixteenth notes played with 
harmonics in the violoncellos and the legato line in the clarinets.  Beginning at Rehearsal 
No. 45 the music is identical with Rehearsal No. 4.  It remains exactly the same, 
including key areas, until Rehearsal No. 54 where Stravinsky gives the melody that was 
once split between the upper strings, first harp, and first flute to the piano, harp, and first 
flute (see Examples 48 and 49, pages 61 and 62).  The last 2/4 measure (m. 83) is left out, 
and in its place is a fermata on the bar line.  This produces an interruption for the entry of 
the Japanese envoys at Rehearsal No. 55 (see Examples 50 and 51, pages 62 and 63).  
The music is transposed a major third higher than in the opera with the solo tenor voice 
given to the first trumpet.  Rehearsal No. 58 marks the scene where the mechanical  
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Example 50.  Igor Stravinsky, The Song of the Nightingale, mm. 351-366. 
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Example 53.  Igor Stravinsky, Nightingale, mm. 319-333. 
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nightingale plays for the Emperor (see Examples 52 and 53, pages 64 and 65).  It is in the 
original key area as the opera.  The oboe represents the mechanical nightingale in both 
works with slight alterations in the symphonic poem.  For instance, the oboe’s entrance is 
delayed until the fourth bar after Rehearsal No 58 in the symphonic poem.  Also, notice 
the differences in slurring and articulation as well as the simplification of rhythms.  The 
second flute is added at times to support the oboe and to provide contrast with its staccato 
notes.  The tremolo chords in the second harp are changed to flowing thirty-second notes 
in the first harp.  Just the opposite happens to the piccolo as parts of two well-defined 
triplet figures are changed to tremolo in the flute and piccolo.  After the oboe solo 
Stravinsky removes a recitative section having to do with the Emperor’s approval of the 
mechanical nightingale and the banishment of the real Nightingale.  He then proceeds 
with the remaining music of part two at Rehearsal No. 61.  Here, the changes are minimal 
and have mostly to do with articulation.  For example, the violins remain arco as opposed 
to alternating between arco and pizzicato at Rehearsal No. 63 (see Examples 54 and 55, 
pages 67 and 68).  At Rehearsal No. 65 the bassoons alternate between slurs and staccato 
notes without reinforcement from the violas and violoncellos while originally the 
bassoons, violas, and violoncellos slurred the melodic line (see Examples 56 and 57, 
pages 69 and 70).  The Larghetto at Rehearsal No. 68 is identical to the opera with the 
only difference being the first trumpet playing the tenor solo (see Example 58, page 71).    
The third part of The Song of the Nightingale opens with the orchestral 
introduction to Act III of the opera.  Here, Stravinsky makes only the slightest of changes 
such as replacing the solo violoncello with a solo bass later supported by the bass section  
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and a solo violoncello at Rehearsal No. 72 (see Examples 59 and 60, pages 72 and 73).  
The bass trombone and tuba accompany the first bassoon at Rehearsal No. 73 as opposed 
to the second bassoon and contrabassoon (see Examples 59 and 61, pages 72 and 74).  
The composer also adds the violoncellos and basses with pizzicatos as well as the  
tam-tam playing on every third beat.  Thirty-second notes once again replace the tremolo 
in the harp just as it did at Rehearsal No. 58.  The pizzicatos played with a glissando in 
the violas are added to the violoncellos while their tremolo is transferred to the basses at 
Rehearsal No. 75 (see Examples 62 and 61, pages 76 and 74).  Stravinsky leaves out 
fifteen bars of the opera right before Rehearsal No. 80 in the symphonic poem.  The 
omitted music includes a chorus of altos representing specters of the emperor.  From 
Rehearsal No. 80 until Rehearsal No. 92 Stravinsky rehandles and cross-cuts portions of 
the opera with four separate statements of the Nightingale’s song to Death (see Examples 
63 and 64, pages 77-80 and 80-83).1  These four statements contain the same music heard 
earlier in the symphonic poem at Rehearsal 40 (see Example 44, page 55).  The last 
statement is also in the opera.  It is difficult to talk of keys with this almost atonal theme.  
However, if it is agreed that the theme comes to rest on a major third, then it can be 
suggested that these four statements are in the keys of D, E-flat, E (natural), and G, in 
contrast to the opera where the theme only appears in G.  The “Funeral March” at 
Rehearsal No. 92 (see Example 65, page 84) and the final repeat of the fisherman’s song 
at Rehearsal No. 96 (see Examples 66 and 67, pages 85 and 86) have a few minor  
                                                 
1 Each asterisk (*) in Example 64 represents the insertion of one of the statements of the Nightingale’s song 
to Death.   
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Example 63.  Igor Stravinsky, The Song of the Nightingale, mm. 489-549. 
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alterations but also certain important transpositions.  The key of the march is raised a half 
step from B to C.  The Emperor’s greeting to his courtiers, entrusted to the harps and 
timpani, is also move up a half step, but by an unexpected modulatory twist the  
Fisherman’s song which follows immediately is played in A-flat major instead of C 




 The changes encountered within the scope of this dissertation are numerous and 
extremely diverse in nature.  Ranging from manipulations of pacing and phrase structure, 
which in reality are not re-orchestrations, to a major overhauling of the orchestral texture 
where several voices are omitted while other voices are occasionally added, the changes 
run the gamut from being extremely subtle to those of extensive renovation.  The 
modifications imposed by Stravinsky exist in order to maximize the listener 
comprehension of the composer’s musical ideas as well as to provide the listener with a 
variety of orchestral landscape.  Not all of Stravinsky’s changes for The Song of the 
Nightingale are discussed here, though roughly 85% of the total are discussed within the 
scope of this paper.  One can be assured that any extensive or unusual changes have not 
been overlooked.  Whenever possible, I have tried to identify patterns of modification.   
 Do Stravinsky’s changes work?  Music connoisseurs who remembered the opera 
with nostalgia seemed to think so at the ballet premiere.19  These changes established a 
foundation for his concept of a new attitude in orchestration.  The result of the changes is 
a purer palette of instrumental colors, lighter orchestral texture, greater variety and 
contrast in the use of tones, and less insistence on the importance of blend.  He opened up 
a completely new conception of sound for contemporary art music.  This sound had of 
                                                 
19 Stephen Walsh, Stravinsky: A Creative Spring (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999), 309. 
 
 88
course always been part of folk and ritualistic materials.20  The effect of his style of 
orchestration not only changed the characteristic sound of twentieth century music, but 
also helped renew the sensitivity and perceptiveness of audiences whose taste had 
become debased as the result of the massive sound that was the legacy of the late 
romantic composers.     
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